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Today is Pledge Sunday.  At the time of offering we will all bring our pledge cards to the front as we make a commitment to God and God’s work through this church.  Before I begin this sermon, I want to tell you that I’ve had a dream that after the sermon this morning, each of you reached for a pencil and you took your pledge cards and increased your pledge by a $1000.  That was my dream, and sometimes we know that dreams can come true.
 
In recent months I have visited with various ministers and other lay leaders in Durham as we’ve attended community meetings.  As we’ve chatted, I’ve heard these people frequently mention this church.  They’ve been commending you for your involvement in various mission initiatives around the city.  They’ve told me that they’ve recommended our church to various people looking for a church home.  They’ve told me that wherever good things are happening in Durham, they find Watts Street people there. People have been talking about you, saying good things about you.
 
Now sometimes these people who are talking about you get mixed up about our name.  Last week someone asked if I was pastor of the Wall Street Baptist Church.  I said, “No, but we could use some Wall Street resources.”  Someone else recently turned to introduce me to another person, and they said, “This is Mel Watt of Walltown Baptist Church.”  I said, “No, that Mel Watt is in Congress; I’m Mel Watt, pastor of the Williams Street Baptist Church.”  They’ve gotten our name all mixed up; and I’ve had to tell them that this is not Wall Street Baptist Church—and not Walltown Baptist Church.  But in spite of a little confusion about the name, people have been talking about this church.
 
Paul was saying the same thing in his letter to the little church at Thessalonica.  It’s a town in northern Greece, where Paul had gone with Silvanus and Timothy.
 
Paul wrote that church, and he said, in essence, “Everybody’s been talking about you.”  It was a new church.  Paul had preached there, but he got into trouble and had to leave town under pressure.  He went down to Athens, and then he fired back several letters to this little church at Thessalonica.  (from Fred Craddock)
 
I want to give here a description of this church, as it’s summarized by Fred Craddock.  I am quoting him almost verbatim (Craddock “Bragging about the Church,” Sermons at Cherry Log):  The church at Thessalonica was made up of all kinds of people, a mix of leading people of the city, servants, slaves, domestics, Jews, Greeks and Latins.  In spite of this unusual mix, in spite of the fact that the church was caught in the crossfire of racial and ethnic fighting, this was a remarkable church.  There were sections of the town where the Jews lived, another where the Greeks lived and another where the Latins lived.  These people did ugly things to each other and hated each other.  People would ask, ‘Whose side are you on?’”  
 
So Paul is saying in the letter to the Thessalonian church:  “In spite of the fact that you’re a new church, in spite of the great diversity in your membership, in spite of the difficulties you face, you are such an extraordinary group.  It has be the work of the Holy Spirit.  Otherwise, how can you account for your joy?  The way you work together, the way you love each other, the way you trust in God.  It is so unbelievably beautiful.  In fact, Paul says, ‘You are an example of what a church ought to be.’  Paul was deeply moved by this little church in Thessalonica.  And both of Paul’s letters are filled with prayer and praise for this church.
 
In the first letter to the Thessalonian church, what Paul talks about in the letter, more than anything else, is the way this church accepted him and Timothy and Silvanus.  He seems surprised that they were so well received.  He says over and over how grateful he is for their welcome. 
 
But---what was so amazing about their reception by this little church? Paul and Timothy and Silvanus (called Silas in Luke) had just come from Philippi where Paul and Silvanus were in jail.  They had been arrested and finally, they were let out and they came to Thessalonica.  So what church is going to accept two guys who just got out of prison?  
 
Also, look at the racial make-up of these three.  Paul is a Jewish Christian, Silvanus is a Latin Gentile Christian, and Timothy is a mix.  His mother is Jewish; she married a Gentile.  That’s the group.  With the three of them, there is somebody who could make somebody else mad.  Yet they were accepted.  They were included at the table.  This church was an accepting, inclusive community.  And Paul is amazed and grateful that God has worked among them.
 
Paul seems to be saying:  To receive us, all three of us, is to get the point of church.  To accept us is to abandon the usual cultural standards of who is acceptable and not acceptable.  How many churches do we know whose standards are not set by the gospel?  There are those churches that go along with the prejudices and likes and dislikes of the culture, as if that was the will of God.
 
So, here is a Jew, a Gentile, and a half-breed—all three are welcome!  Every time you see the acceptance that breaks the usual standards of our culture, you can thank God that finally the Gospel is taking hold.  This acceptance is so amazing because deep in our culture still is the non-acceptance of those who are different---Hispanics, gays and lesbians, those who are poor.
 
In our text we have prisoners, jail-birds—a Jew, Gentile and a half-breed.  And the church that welcomed them grew.  They went against all the usual, customary cultural patterns; yet they were thriving.
 
Tom Cousins is a developer in Atlanta.  When I think about our Watts Street partnership with other churches in Walltown, the loincome neighborhood nearby, I sometimes think of Tom Cousins.  He’s a wealthy developer, a strong Christian who is a member of North Avenue Presbyterian Church in Atlanta.  Cousins had a dream about transforming one of the most distressed neighborhoods in Atlanta—the East Lake area.   Housing there had deteriorated into slum conditions; poverty, drugs and violence were common.  Tom Cousins got permission to bulldoze those houses, and start over.  He wanted to help change the way people lived there.
 
The only person in the old East Lake project that kids saw to emulate was a drug dealer driving up in a big car.  The kids saw that you make money by selling drugs.   In the new project now there is mixed-use housing.  A low income family now lives next door to a nurse, a teacher, or a doctor.  The young people now can see another image of success.  Rather than isolated pockets of same income housing, Mr. Cousins had a kingdom vision of different kinds of people living together and helping each other. (Craddock)  
 
This was the kind of church they had in Thessalonica.  It’s also the kind of church we have at Watts Street.  For all the years that I’ve been pastor here, I have heard you say, “We’re proud of our diversity at Watts Street.  There are all kinds of people here; young, old, people of color, students, professionals, youth, new members, long-time members, liberals and traditionalists.  But there is an amazing commitment here to being church in the best sense—a community of love and acceptance, and a commitment to break down barriers and do God’s work in the world.
 
Rob Womack has told me the story of how he happened to join this church.  He has given me permission to tell you this story.  Rob said, “I had been looking for a church. David Reid, a neighbor, said, “Why don’t you try Watts Street.” (David Reid is one of those people, not a member of this church, who was talking about this church, saying good things about you.)  So Rob came here to visit.  He sat on the back row one Sunday.  And he noticed that a Catholic priest came in and sat near him, wearing his brown Franciscan robe.  After the service, Rob introduced himself to the priest, Fr. Patrick, who at the time was a priest at Immaculate Conception Catholic Church.  Father Patrick asked Rob, “Are you a member here?”  “No,” Rob said, “I’ve been searching for a church home, and this is my first time to visit.”
 
Fr. Patrick then smiled and said, “You’ve found the right church.  You’ll love the people and the music and the pastor.  But the main thing you’ll love about this church is that you’ve found a Baptist Church with a Catholic heart.”  Rob said, “What he meant was that I’d found a church that is active, loving, compassionate, and Christ-like.”
 
Talk about God working in strange and wonderful ways!  Rob joined this church because a Catholic priest visiting on the back row told him that this was a real church.
 
People in Durham have been talking about you.  They’ve seen the witness of your faith.  They’ve seen the grace of God at work here.  As Paul says, it is surely the work of the Holy Spirit.
 
Yes, people have been talking about you.  They’ve been saying that gospel is happening at Watts Street Church.  All kinds of people are welcome.  Barriers are broken down here. You are known as people who have a passion for God, a passion for the poor, a love for each other.  People have been saying that this church is a sign of hope in this city.
 
When you turn in your pledge card today, you are helping to stoke the Watts Street faith fires and tend the Watts Street wells that keep bringing nurture and warmth, acceptance and grace.  Today with your offerings and pledges, I hope you will give gladly and generously to support the life-giving witness of this church—in Durham and beyond.  After all, what we have here is truly the work of the Holy Spirit!  
 
Thanks be to God.  AMEN
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